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Abstract 
This paper attempts one main thing: to reflect and systematise the main challenges that doctoral research and supervision are 
facing nowadays, and particularly in what concerns their quality. Firstly, we will approach the Bologna Process. We will review 
the main ministerial documents and will highlight the key aspects that contribute to this reflection, particularly from an 
educational and political perspective. Thereafter, some international studies will be revisited, so we may present and synthesise 
other points of view concerning this issue of supra-national character and importance. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
In the international Higher Education (HE) agenda, there has been a growing concern with the extension and 
impact of research at postgraduate level, where doctoral studies and more specifically doctoral supervision are 
acquiring a big significance and value. The international context demonstrates the existence of an increasing number 
and a greater diversity of students enrolling in doctoral programmes. This and other challenges to doctoral 
education, supervision and research need to be addressed as an international issue and concern, since quality 
standards at this level of education, training and research have to be assured. Therefore, with this theoretical 
approach, we aim to contribute to a reflection and systematisation about the challenges that can affect doctoral 
research and supervision in general, and its quality in particular. Only when being capable of understanding the 
‘global picture’ and making a regular balance of challenges that contextualise this issue, it will be possible to put 
into practice several actions to improve the quality of doctoral supervision. 
The pertinence of discussing and engaging Academia within this reflection is undoubted. This must be 
considered a transversal and supra-national issue: academic community will benefit from an enriching dialogue 
about experiences, practices and conceptions, where national borders must be considered liquid due to the 
importance of reflecting about this subject at an international level. 
With this theoretical study, we intend to focus on two main approaches. Firstly, we will review some challenges 
that the Bologna Process puts to doctoral education and research. Thereafter, a perspective from the international 
literature about this subject will be considered.  
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2. Reviewing the Bologna Process and questioning its challenges to doctoral education and research 
“Doctoral education is currently high on the higher education policy agenda in Europe. It does not only 
represent the most important interface between two major reform processes, the Bologna Process to create a 
European Higher Education Area and the Lisbon Strategy to create a European Area of Research and 
Innovation; it is also a focal point in national and regional policies vis-à-vis the emerging knowledge 
societies and economies” (Kehm, 2009, p.229). 
The previous quotation points out that this subject is not only educative and social driven, but also (and mainly) 
political driven, achieving a national and particularly a supra-national relevance and understanding. It also highlights 
that it is, indeed, inevitable to focus on the Bologna Process, since it contextualises the European educational, social, 
cultural, economic and political movements and commitments towards the construction of the “Europe of 
Knowledge”, where the Lisbon Strategy, for instance, reinforces this European mission. It must be stressed that the 
Europe of Knowledge is “widely recognised as an irreplaceable factor for social and human growth and as an 
indispensable component to consolidate and enrich the European citizenship, capable of giving its citizens the 
necessary competences to face the challenges of the new millennium, together with an awareness of shared values 
and belonging to a common social and cultural space.” (Bologna Declaration, 1999, no page). Consequently, we 
may assume that postgraduate studies and research (where the doctorate suits itself of a greater importance) are 
essential to achieve that goal, as the various ministerial documents will prove. 
Firstly, it is essential to comprehend that the Bologna Declaration (1999) underlines the major objective of 
creating “the European area of higher education [as] a key way to promote citizens’ mobility and employability and 
the Continent’s overall development”. It is strengthen the idea that “higher education and research systems” need 
to “continuously adapt to changing needs, societies demands and advances in scientific knowledge”. Thus, to 
achieve this and for European HE systems to be internationally competitive, a set of several objectives were 
established and European countries who engaged in this Process needed to follow them: (i) the adoption of “easily 
readable and comparable degrees”; (ii) the “adoption of a system essentially based on two main cycles” (the 3rd
cycle related with doctoral studies was established in 2003); (iii) the “establishment of a system of credits”; (iv) the 
“promotion of mobility”; (v) the “promotion of European co-operation in quality assurance, with comparable 
criteria and methodologies”; and (vi) the promotion of European institutional co-operation, “integrated 
programmes of study, training and research”.
Even though there is not a specific attention to the 3rd cycle of studies since the beginning, we may conclude that 
it will follow those objectives as we will address at the end of this topic. Only in the Berlin Communiqué (2003) and 
thereafter it is assumed the undeniable importance of doctoral studies and research. 
In 2003, the Berlin Communiqué underlines that the “two pillars of the knowledge based society” are the 
European  HE  Area  and  the  European  Research  Area,  based  on  research,  innovation,  mobility,  and  quality.  
Therefore, a 3rd cycle of studies is observed as having a huge relevance for the development of research training and 
competences, and for the improvement of research and interdisciplinary studies quality. Therefore, doctoral studies 
are considered essential to enhance research quality. 
Following it, the Bergen Communiqué (2005) selects as a “further challenge and priority” the enhancement of 
research at HE context: research is essential to cultural and economic development, to social cohesion, to improve 
the quality of teaching and learning process, and to increase European competitiveness and attractiveness. It is 
considered that doctorates and doctoral programmes are essential to the advancement of research, to 
interdisciplinary training and to the development of transversal competences (really important to the labour market).  
In the same line, the London Communiqué (2007) underlines the necessity to develop diversified doctoral 
programmes (i) to strengthen research and its status within and outside HE institutions, (ii) to develop young 
researchers’ careers, and obviously (iii) to increase European competitiveness and attractiveness.  
Finally, the Leuven Communiqué (2009) reinforces those previous perspectives and underlines that transversal 
competences are essential to face the labour market, and to answer to all challenges asked by economic, social and 
cultural spheres. Additionally, it is highlighted the importance of creating a more attractive career to young 
researchers. 
As we can conclude, those Bologna documents reveal an awareness and concern about the nature and practice of 
research in general, and doctoral studies and research in particular. The European educational agenda reveals a 
strengthening idea concerning the importance and the need of research at postgraduate level. But, at the same time 
we review these ideas, we may also question and emphasise the challenges to doctoral research and supervision: 
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x Comparability of degrees is one of the most recognisable objectives of Bologna. However, when referring to 
doctoral research, how can comparability be assumed and ‘defined’ if the doctorate asks for innovation, 
creativity, and cross-cutting approaches? Also, we understand that there are common characteristics, 
competences and responsibilities that supervisors have to demonstrate. So, how to compare and ‘define’ 
supervisory approaches, when it is assumed that supervisory styles, institutional culture and 
professional/disciplinary culture and characteristics, for example, will have a great influence and relevance to the 
quality of the research experience?  
x Even though there are recurrent themes, in the above-mentioned documents we do not find the definition of 
either generic or specific students and supervisors’ roles/ responsibilities so the quality of doctoral supervision is 
achieved, maintained or evaluated. 
x Mobility of doctoral students and academic staff need to be promoted. Nevertheless, more discussions are 
needed about certain issues, such as the competences, skills and learning outcomes that are commonly assumed 
of extreme importance to be achieved and demonstrated by the end of the doctorate. Again, autonomy and 
flexibility must be guaranteed. 
x Extremely structured doctoral programmes may not give space to heterogeneity as well as innovative and 
creative strategies. 
x The focus on time to completion (3-years in the case of doctorates) may decrease the research quality as well as 
the mobility interactions, and the development of high order competences, skills and attributes.  
x The new structure of the 1st and 2nd cycles, particularly in what concerns their duration (3+2 years or 4+1 years) 
highlighted some problems within some countries. These shorter training periods are starting to have 
consequences in the development and achievement of students’ high-level competences, such as the ones 
necessary to develop high-level research, particularly at a doctoral degree. That is, some European countries are 
facing the following problem: candidates who want to engage in doctoral research are starting to show a low 
pattern of competences, since they did the three cycles in a row, do not have other personal, academic and 
professional experiences (because the labour market is not being able to absorb an increasing number not only of 
new undergraduates but also masters), and do not have sufficient time to develop high-level competences.  
x Since there is a focus on the process of doing a doctorate (skills and competences development) as well as on the 
product (thesis), it is important to establish some guidelines and also a grounded process to assess both students’ 
final work and the entire development/process. ECTS must thus credit both the product and the process. This 
issue acquires a more important relevance, because this ‘quantitative’ intention may influence the quality of the 
process of doing research: if not correctly designed, it may not measure what is involved in its complexity. 
All those previous aspects may influence the quality of doctoral degree and therefore may be considered 
challenges to be addressed and discussed among Academia. Thus, shared discussions, reflections, practices and 
experiences must be promoted within HE institutions from several countries so academic community is committed 
with the enhancement of doctoral supervision and research quality. 
3. Revisiting some international studies: Other challenges to doctoral research and supervision quality 
Firstly, it is essential to try to summarise some of the main characteristics that distinguish today’s world and that 
influence the environment in which doctoral research and supervision is conducted (Park [2007a] has mentioned 
them as “drivers of change” [p.13]):  
x The knowledge society is full of overwhelming changes, which reinforce the unpredictability, uncertainty and 
“super complexity” of everyday life (Barnett, 2000; Brew, 2007); 
x Several external stakeholders, namely the labour market, the government and economic spheres clearly put HE 
institutions under a great pressure (Hodson & Thomas, 2003); 
x More particularly, there are political, economic, social and professional pressures, that demand high levels of 
training and the development of both generic and specific competences so the country becomes scientifically and 
economically more competitive (Chambaz, Biaudet & Collonge, n/d). 
These aspects are permanently dialoguing, always changing and diversifying. They clearly influence the 
institutional culture as well as its dynamics, mission and practices (Hodson & Thomas, 2003). More specifically, 
some of the challenges which HE institutions are dealing with and that are particularly related with doctoral research 
and supervision quality must be discussed, taking into consideration that context. In what concerns doctoral research 
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and supervision, there are several topics that must be reflected on, since they are considered to have a great 
relevance in achieving quality levels and standards within this complex, intensive and demanding process: 
x Following the massification and heterogeneity in HE and undergraduate degrees, we also observe an increasing 
number of postgraduate students enrolled in doctoral studies and with more diversified experiences, motivations 
and characteristics (Pearson & Kayrooz, 2004; Taylor, 2009; Thomson & Walker, 2010). 
x The emergence of different forms of doctorates makes this situation even more complex, since it must be 
discussed the quality criteria and standards that are relevant and appropriate to each context and situation. 
Simultaneously, we may find the existence of ‘traditional’ research doctorates, taught doctorates, work-based 
doctorates, professional doctorates, and so on (Costley & Lester, 2010). There are also part-time and full-time 
students (Park, 2007a, 2007b; Taylor, 2009; Thomson & Walker, 2010). Furthermore, online supervision is 
starting to increase nowadays (Park, 2007b). Each case will naturally imply different approaches to supervision 
and to students and supervisors’ profiles, even though there must be clarified some quality basis and standards, 
where flexibility needs to be assured. 
x The supervision process is not only accomplished between the ‘established’ dyad student-supervisor. We are 
assisting to raising numbers of supervisory teams, particularly due to the nature of research within some 
disciplines (Park, 2007b). This fact also highlights that the supervisory relationship has changed and this process 
is starting to be more demanding. 
x We may observe changes in the research environment, in the conception and understanding of knowledge, of 
academic work and of innovation (Coaldrake & Stedman, 1999; Enders, 2005; European Commission, 2005; 
Naidoo, 2005; Brew, 2007; Kearney, 2009). Questions like ‘What does doctoral research mean and imply?’ are 
starting to emerge more intensively.  
x A growing collaboration between HE institutions, and a HE institution and other stakeholders (namely 
enterprises) is emerging (Park, 2007b). A particular ‘danger’ is related with the ‘value’ and ‘use’ of research, as 
well as its products, and the way(s) knowledge is understood. 
x The different (and not always equitable) distribution of funding and the competition within and between 
disciplines clearly need to be addressed. This will therefore challenge disciplinary boundaries (European 
Commission, 2005). We may observe an emphasis on economic and political pressures over postgraduate studies 
in general, and in doctoral research in particular. There is starting to be a greater difference between some 
academic domains, especially in relation to funding and research applicability. Consequently, questions like 
‘What should we do with doctoral research in arts, literature and culture?’ and ‘Does the market need literature?’ 
are starting to be raised. More open discussions are needed regarding (i) the commercialization of research 
(Peters & Olssen, 2005), (ii) the “commodification of higher education” and research (Naidoo, 2005), (iii) 
“knowledge capitalism” (Thornton, 2009), and (iv) the sustainability of doctoral research.  
x Increasing accountability puts a great pressure on HE institutions, particularly about completion rates and time to 
complete the doctorate (Taylor, 2009). Even though these aspects need to be assured and guaranteed, they can 
not ‘kill’ innovation, creativity and originality – aspects that ask for students’ maturity but also for space and 
time. 
x Tensions between basic and applied research (Kearney, 2009), and between super-specialisation and trans-
disciplinary research must be addressed (Park, 2007b). The importance of stimulating inter- and transdisciplinary 
research, inside and outside Academia is important to be reflected on, not only to overcome some hyper-
specialisation problems, but also to assure the development of several high-level competences. 
x The importance of developing social relevant research is undeniable, particularly because doctoral studies and 
research must be original, creative and innovative. However, a broader discussion must be stimulated regarding 
the concept of “useful knowledge”, its understanding and consequences (Peters & Olssen, 2005). 
x The growing number of doctorate holders puts some questions about the impact of higher qualifications and 
highly skilled workforce on economic and labour areas, as well as the consequences of doctorates’ 
employability. These aspects may also enlighten the quality of both process and product of doctoral supervision 
and, more broadly, of doctoral research (Lester, 2009; Metcalfe, 2010; Wendler et al., 2010).  
These are only some challenges we must point out from some international studies, since they are at the order of 
the day in many countries and HE institutions. We can not however finish this topic without emphasising a great 
challenge towards doctoral supervision and research. All of us, involved in doctoral research and supervision, must 
keep trying to give the following questions an answer: What is the value and purpose of a doctorate in today’s 
world? What is doctoral education future taking into consideration all those aspects and other variables which are 
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naturally emerging? What are thus the competences that are asked to doctoral students and supervisors, as well as 
supervisory teams, so they can meet and achieve high quality levels in the doctoral process and product? 
4. Final considerations 
Many other challenges are emerging in a dynamic spiral of change, influencing the ways doctoral supervision 
and its quality, purposes and value are being understood. We could highlight: (i) the emergence of new and other 
types of doctoral students and programmes; (ii) the development and understanding of research careers; (iii) the 
increasing need to discuss financing procedures; (iv) the necessity to promote more mobility actions at this level; (v) 
the  definition  of  learning outcomes  for  the  3rd cycle of Bologna, even though flexibility and diversity have to be 
assured; (vi) the development of generic skills and inter- as well as transdisciplinary studies within the doctorate; 
(vii) the growing concern about originality of the thesis or the research which is developed at this level; (viii) the 
definition and continuous questioning and ‘revision’ of doctoral supervisors’ competences and responsibilities; (ix) 
the urgency, in many European countries, of being established regulation and frameworks about the quality of 
supervisory practices and experiences; and (x) the necessity to develop training programmes which can suitably 
respond to both doctoral supervisors and students’ needs. 
Bearing in mind the constant changes and challenges regarding this and other educational issues, it is essential 
that doctoral education, research and supervision are regularly rethought, and that perspectives and findings are 
shared to stimulate an engaged debate regarding this subject.
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